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Too Cool for School 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2009 MyschoolAct (MSA) hosted it’s inaugural online talent search competition 
for high school students.  As a founding music teacher at the Qld Academy for 
Creative Industries I was contacted by one of their staff members who asked me if I 
had received the initial information package inviting students to participate. Like most 
high school music departments we are inundated with mail and I am a little ashamed 
to admit that most of it ends up in the recycling bin. Fortunately for my students, I 
was able to take the call from the MSA staff member. She explained the concept 
behind MSA. At first it was the grand prize of the Sony Music Australia record deal 
that grabbed my attention. However, as I familiarised myself with the competition and 
became an active participant, I was struck by the breadth and scope of the 
phenomenon … and what a powerful learning environment it offered my students. 
Throughout the competition, I was excited by the pedagogical possibilities and the 
parallels with the learning environment I was striving to create at QACI. 
 
In this article I investigate the MSA phenomenon as a participant. I explore the 
potential of creative partnerships and networks for nurturing creativity 
and learning in both music practice and pedagogy. My perspective is that of a 
participant in MSA – I was the point of contact between MSA and QACI, I was also 
the music teacher of the students who entered the MSA competition. I also registered 
as a “fan” which allowed me to vote for my preferred acts – the act with the most 
“fans” was more likely to make it to the final Top Ten, thereby increasing the 
likelihood of claiming a prize.  
 
Perhaps more significantly, as a teacher I was able to engage my classes in informal 
discussions about the progress of various acts within MSA, about acts they liked, acts 
they didn’t like, and the reasons for their choices. Throughout this article I draw on 
my reflections of these informal discussions and my own participation in MSA. I also 
draw on the observations of – and interviews with – my students; one of who 
ultimately reached the final stage of the competition, and won the prize for the Best 
Video. I also conducted an interview with the General Manager of MSA, Cameron 
Elkins.  
 
Supported by a review of relevant pedagogical theories, in this article I take the 
perspective of a participant in MSA and I argue that while MSA is, primarily, a 
function of the music industry, it is also a learning environment just as valid as the 
classroom. In fact, MSA offers exciting possibilities for relationships between 
industry and schools, and at the same time it sits reflexively astride these institutions. 
I propose that further research is necessary to fully understand the benefits that MSA 
offers teachers, and its value as a learning environment in its own right. 
 
Background 
 
MySchoolAct is an online talent competition created exclusively for Australian high 
school students.  The competition recognises and welcomes all genres of music.  After 
obtaining their school’s approval, students submit a music video and they create a 
profile where their music can be seen and heard, with a biography and links to their 
personal websites.  Once they are a set up they begin recruiting their fan base. This 
will ultimately determine their chances of getting into the Top Ten – at which point 
the students must impress a panel of judges who select the Final Five, and determine 
who is awarded a prize.   
 
Like many social networking sites, supporters need to sign up and register in order to 
become a “fan”.  Acts receive more points per vote depending on the level of that 
particular fan’s voting activity. Essentially votes are weighted according to the 
amount of votes a fan makes. (This system encourages interaction amongst the MSA 
community and it is one of the more interesting elements of the competition’s nature. 
It has had the effect of forcing students to engage more with each other. Acts also 
receive more points for the number of times their video is viewed and the number of 
comments that fans leave on their profile page.   
 
When the voting closes the eight acts with the highest number of votes (and two 
wildcard acts) are flown to Sydney where they engage in Mentor Sessions with high 
profile professionals from the Music Industry. They each record a track at Studio 301 
and attend a series of capacity building workshops. A judging panel selects five of the 
acts to advance to the next stage, which is a live performance at the Sydney Metro 
Theatre (last year hosted by James Mathieson) and televised on Channel V. The 
winning act receives a $50,000 recording deal with Sony Australia, including an EP 
release and a music video. The winning songwriter receives a $15,000 publishing deal 
with Sony ATV publishing.  There are also SAE diploma scholarships for winners of 
best video and audio production. 
 
There are three ways to participate in the competition: as an act, a school, or a fan. An 
act can be a solo artist, a band, a group – anything – just so long as all the members 
are: attending a high school that is willing to host their entry; between the ages of 13 
and 18; and play music of any genre. The school has to register with MSA to be able 
to authorise the act to enter the competition. Anyone can be a fan.  
 
Once the competition is underway, there is significant interaction between the acts 
themselves and between fans and the acts. Each act has their profile page with some 
basic information and usually a video of their performance. Fans and other acts can 
comment on an act’s song or video.  Acts are encouraged to develop strategies for 
expanding their fanbase – much as they would in the broader music industry through 
largely similar websites and media. Acts can update their profile and improve their 
appeal to fans by re-recording their video or audio and uploading new files. Schools 
are encouraged to get behind their entries and support them by getting all the students 
to become fans.  
 
To date, this is the extent of the formal relationship between schools and MSA. While 
MSA is supported by the NSW Department of Education, few schools have done 
anything more than the bare minimum of registering and approving the entry of the 
acts from their student base. Nor does MSA see it itself as offering anything other 
than a pathway to the music industry. The only reference to education on the MSA 
website states that “MySchoolAct is also about education and helping students get a 
better understanding of the music industry and the range of careers it offers.” It is 
probably more attractive to students the less it promotes itself as a learning 
environment – MSA is, perhaps, too cool for school. But that is not to say that it does 
not represent a compelling model for a creative learning environment. 
 Despite this apparent divergence, the current literature on musical pedagogy suggests 
that both MSA and Australian high schools may be changing their perspectives very 
soon. Times are changing in music education.  Schools have to change or they risk 
disengaging with today’s students.  Many of the ways in which teacher’s frame the 
learning experience are outdated. For students, stepping into the classroom is like 
stepping back in time. Whilst teachers are now engaging more with music technology 
and ICT, the focus is still ‘Top Down’ and content driven. In the same way that music 
educators bring their own “disciplined musical pasts” to today’s classroom framing 
the learning experience, students also come to the classroom as “skilled and powerful 
learners” with skill sets they have put together based on a profound familiarity with 
the digital world. “They communicate, talk and learn through it” (Loader, 2007).  
 
Discussion 
 
Recent academic literature regarding education theories is exploring the ideas of 
connectivism. As a relatively new pedagogical theory it offers some challenging 
perspectives for today’s educators. The connectivist ideas provide a useful framework 
through which to examine MSA as a learning environment. 
 
Siemens (2005) supports views on informal learning, acknowledging that it is a 
significant aspect of our learning experience and that formal education no longer 
comprises the majority of our learning.  Learning now occurs in a variety of ways, 
through communities of practice, personal networks, and through completion of work 
related tasks.  
 
Lucy Green reminds us that young musicians tend to engage in a significant amount 
of “solitary” learning and so far as a community of practice is available to young 
musicians, it tends to be a community of peers rather than master musicians or adults 
with greater skills (Green, 2004). 
  
MSA is a unique learning environment.  Like myspace, bebo and facebook, there are 
no teachers or classroom walls as such, nor is there a formal curriculum.  Yet, 
students are learning, and as a result, producing.  This self-directed ‘informal’ 
learning is a kind of “i-pedagogy”. The prefix “i” suggests the ubiquitous use of 
technology in almost every sphere of student’s lives, as well as ‘informal’ learning, 
information sourcing, and individual pathways. This last element evokes the original 
meaning of the term “pedagogue” as the slave who led ancient Greek children to their 
teacher. In this case, I am suggesting that the students use their familiarity with 
networks and technology to lead themselves to their own learning environments: self-
directed and informal learning … or at least, non-curricular directed learning. Today’s 
students are capable, for example, of finding a new chord voicing, or adding a string 
part to a song without a teacher showing them how to do it.  
 
 
MSA is a fascinating example of current learning theories around ‘informal’ learning 
and connectivism.  It is also based on a principle not unlike i-pedagogy.  
 
So, how are students learning in MSA and what are they learning? 
 
Once students have undergone the process of creating original music and collaborated 
with budding filmmakers, producers and engineers, the music video is ready to be 
uploaded and a new wave of learning begins. 
 
They enter the MSA community and bring with them their own expertise, interests, 
backgrounds, culture and of course their own large personal networks.  It’s an 
exciting fractal environment to play in, watching one connection unfolding into 
thousands of new connections. This is one of the key ideas of connectivism that 
‘learning can exist outside our minds, that the learning exists in our capacity to make 
connections between concepts, ideas and people’.  
 
I asked a couple of my students who participated in MSA in 2009, whether they 
considered the competition and its community to be a “learning environment”.  The 
students all indicated that they had never thought of it as a learning environment at 
all. But, on reflection, each of them decided that they had learned an enormous 
amount through the process.  
 
One QACI student, songwriter, explained that the “feedback and advice you get from 
people your own age is really good.” He goes on to explain “I found it really inspiring 
to listen to all the music that was out there, and also really surprised at how much 
good stuff I heard.  It kind of motivates you to keep on making music and making it 
better.”  Another QACI student, songwriter and 2009 MSA Finalist) had a different 
experience in the beginning, admitting that “I was in it for the big prize (the Sony 
deal) at the start, and my energy and focus was taken up in getting as many fans as I 
could, and that really took over.  But, I was really inspired by everyone else’s music 
and I found people’s feedback helpful”.  
 
As a participant in MSA myself, I can understand that feeling of ‘being inspired’.  I 
witnessed some really creative and sophisticated work, but regardless of creativity or 
sophistication, most acts displayed a very strong sense of identity, awareness and 
commitment to the genre of music they were playing.  In just about all cases, each 
song creation and performance was stylistically consistent.  It was also obvious to me 
how much students understood genre and style and could easily communicate with 
each other about those elements.  One of the QACI students commented that “it was 
good to hear all the different genres of music, I might not like all of them, but I could 
really appreciate how true each act was to their chosen genre.  It was also good to 
hear other people writing in my genre as it allowed me to see where I was at in 
comparison.”  As a music teacher, it was refreshing to see just how comfortable my 
students were in their understanding of style and context. 
 
Robinson (2001) makes explicit the view that creative environments give people room 
to experiment, to fail, to try again, to ask questions, to discover, to play and to make 
connections. Oddly enough, even though MSA makes no claim to education or 
pedagogy, it is a highly creative learning environment.  It is an environment where 
students are learning through the process of observing each other, talking to each 
other and asking questions.  One of the QACI students recalled how helpful another 
MSA student was in offering advice on how to improve some balance issues in his 
band. 
 
This is another interesting feature of the competition. Why would students want to 
help each other out when it’s a competition, and only one act can win? But I’m also 
curious as to why the students are so motivated to put their music up online in the first 
place?  Salavuo (2006) conducted a web-based survey of a Finnish online musical 
community, which has over 50 000 registered users, to also understand this 
motivation.  This research shows that users were more interested in their peer’s 
appreciation than getting national or worldwide recognition through record deals.  
Other significant reasons were; a chance to get feedback, to gain and advance 
knowledge, to gain friendships and exchange information. There is certain level of 
vulnerability when you’re exposing yourself to the public.  So for MSA to be the 
successful ‘creative environment’ that Robinson proposes for education, the 
environment needs to be supportive and nurturing.  
 
The MSA team have developed a list of strategies for preventing cyber bullying and 
promoting a safe user environment, including: 
i. Identity Privacy 
ii. Video Content Approval 
iii. Black List 
iv. User Moderation 
v. Reporting 
vi. Account Deactivation 
vii. Monitoring 
 
However, for my students it was not the anti-bullying policy that made them feel safe 
to show their music, to take risks, to listen to the advice of others or to try again – it 
was the collegial nature of the environment itself, an environment that the kids 
owned. One of them states “Everyone was really encouraging of each other because 
we all have something in common – we all want everybody to listen to our stuff, to 
enjoy it and give feedback”.  When I asked this student why he was so motivated, he 
explained to me that “when everyone likes my music, and takes the time to give me 
feedback, it makes me feel really good, and I just want to keep making music and 
making it better”.  The student who reached the Final Five couldn’t believe how 
supportive and encouraging the Top 10 finalists were with each other in Sydney at the 
workshops, “we all just got on so well and really shared our story with each other”.  I 
witnessed this myself as an audience member at the Top 5 performance in Sydney, 
each of the acts barracking for each other, cheering and dancing, and singing along.   
 
In my experience of working with teenagers in schools, I am often taken aback with 
the cruelty and cynicism that characterizes their engagement with each other. David 
Loader discusses in his argument for exploring new learning environments that not all 
kids have a great social experience at school, and that in fact, a lot of kids come out of 
school feeling quite defeated. These two student’s positive experience in MSA 
reflects the values of a community that has a shared sense of experience, a shared 
vision.  A third student, who admitted “I’ve always felt too scared to sing and show 
my own songs”, has felt very inspired by her involvement as a fan, observing her 
classmates’ experience in MSA and is looking forward to getting involved this year as 
an artist.  They also explained that the online community works well as a network, 
because there is a genuine sense of pride and ownership shared by all who participate. 
Salavuo  (2008) supports this view as he discusses how online environments have 
transferred the ownership to the user, increasing their sense of presence and 
participation, allowing possibilities for people to distribute expertise and learn from 
one another in a reciprocal and more democratic way.  
 
There is crossover here with the broader music industry. A CIRAC (Creative 
Industries Research Applications Centre) report characterises the independent 
Queensland music industry as having a DIY culture: “In response both to industry 
flux and to particular local circumstances, a bottom- up, Do it Yourself (DIY) culture 
has arisen in Queensland. Although DIY is commonly used to describe how 
individual acts operate — producing their own records, organising gigs, sometimes 
even making and distributing their own publicity material — it also refers in a wider 
sense to the music industry in the State as a whole. The environment in which 
independent artists operate needs to be supportive if these acts are to have any chance 
of success, but it also needs to ensure that new acts and artists are coming through, 
that consumers get opportunities to listen to music, and that artists are able to acquire 
the skills for running successful careers.  
 
In my interview with Cameron Elkins, he explains that what MSA tries to do, is to 
create a kind of microcosm of the music industry here in Australia, provide an 
opportunity for students to tap into that via a safe and rewarding environment and to 
stimulate the idea that doing what you love is possible   AND sustainable.   He goes 
onto say, You could say that MSA is part of the music industry’s efforts in educating 
fresh new talent, and how to connect with it.  My Top 5 Finalist student 
acknowledged how much he’d learned from the MSA team and Cameron was proud 
to admit that many people gained insight and access to the music industry via website 
information and ‘our personal communication style’.  
 
As a music teacher I want to understand more about this motivation and engagement.  
I want to feel that I can have more of a role in the lives of my very active and 
productive students.  I asked my students in a roundtable discussion if they needed a 
music teacher to help them get where they wanted to go.  In most cases they answered 
in the negative but they soothed the blow to my ego by saying that they still felt that 
the music teacher in her traditional role was an important to them.  For one student the 
music teacher was an important motivating force. Another said it helped him keep and 
open mind and see different perspectives. A third felt that it made her more serious 
about music. I asked my students what they needed in a music teacher. They all 
agreed that they needed a teacher to be more aware of what they were doing outside 
of the classroom, and to help them do those things better.  My students got a real buzz 
out of the idea that we could use some of the original music found in MSA as 
stimulus for classroom learning experiences.  
 
So what can we learn from MySchoolAct? Well, passion, dedication and commitment 
certainly come to mind.  At this point, it would seem appropriate to quickly touch on 
Musical Futures, a teaching and learning approach that began in the UK in 2003.  The 
approach encourages schools to embrace non-formal teaching and informal learning 
approaches in the more formal contexts of school.  Musical Futures believes music 
learning works best when young people are making music and when their existing 
passion for music is reflected and built-upon in the classroom.   
 
Lucy Green believes that new approaches would require a teacher to be confident 
enough to be inactive rather than proactive and have the courage to try out more 
informal methods of teaching. As is evident in the MSA environment, she suggests 
that we need to organize and simply allow and respect more peer directed and group 
learning.   
 
However, the intent of the article was not to explore teaching strategies, but more to 
remind us that as music teachers with all our experience and formal training, we could 
value more highly the musical lives of our students and their capacity for building 
their own networks and using those networks to learn. Most importantly we can help 
to keep this passion alive with the support of our classrooms.  
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